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From THE CIRCLE GAME (1966)




This is a photograph of me


  It was taken some time ago.

At first it seems to be

a smeared

print: blurred lines and grey flecks

blended with the paper;

then, as you scan



 


  it, you see in the left-hand corner

a thing that is like a branch: part of a tree

(balsam or spruce) emerging

and, to the right, halfway up

what ought to be a gentle

slope, a small frame house.



 


  In the background there is a lake,

and beyond that, some low hills.



 


  (The photograph was taken

the day after I drowned.



 


  I am in the lake, in the center

of the picture, just under the surface.



 


  It is difficult to say where

precisely, or to say

how large or small I am:

the effect of water

on light is a distortion



 


  but if you look long enough,

eventually

you will be able to see me.)




After the flood, we


  We must be the only ones

left, in the mist that has risen

everywhere as well

as in these woods



 


  I walk across the bridge

towards the safety of high ground

(the tops of the trees are like islands)



 


  gathering the sunken

bones of the drowned mothers

(hard and round in my hands)

while the white mist washes

around my legs like water;



 


  fish must be swimming

down in the forest beneath us,

like birds, from tree to tree

and a mile away

the city, wide and silent,

is lying lost, far undersea.



 


  You saunter beside me, talking

of the beauty of the morning,

not even knowing

that there has been a flood,



 


  tossing small pebbles

at random over your shoulder

into the deep thick air,



 


  not hearing the first stumbling

footsteps of the almost-born

coming (slowly) behind us,

not seeing

the almost-human

brutal faces forming

(slowly)

out of stone.




The city planners


  Cruising these residential Sunday

streets in dry August sunlight:

what offends us is

the sanities:

the houses in pedantic rows, the planted

sanitary trees, assert

levelness of surface like a rebuke

to the dent in our car door.

No shouting here, or

shatter of glass; nothing more abrupt

than the rational whine of a power mower

cutting a straight swath in the discouraged grass.



 


  But though the driveways neatly

sidestep hysteria

by being even, the roofs all display

the same slant of avoidance to the hot sky,

certain things:

the smell of spilled oil a faint



 



  sickness lingering in the garages,

a splash of paint on brick surprising as a bruise,

a plastic hose poised in a vicious

coil; even the too-fixed stare of the wide windows



 


  give momentary access to

the landscape behind or under

the future cracks in the plaster



 


  when the houses, capsized, will slide

obliquely into the clay seas, gradual as glaciers

that right now nobody notices.



 


  That is where the City Planners

with the insane faces of political conspirators

are scattered over unsurveyed

territories, concealed from each other,

each in his own private blizzard;



 


  guessing directions, they sketch

transitory lines rigid as wooden borders

on a wall in the white vanishing air



 


  tracing the panic of suburb

order in a bland madness of snows.




Eventual Proteus


  I held you

through all your shifts

of structure: while your bones turned

from caved rock back to marrow,

the dangerous

fur faded to hair

the bird’s cry died in your throat

the treebark paled from your skin

the leaves from your eyes



 


  till you limped back again

to daily man:

a lounger on streetcorners

in iron-shiny gabardine

a leaner on stale tables;

at night a twitching sleeper

dreaming of crumbs and rinds and a sagging woman

caged by a sour bed.



 


  The early

languages are obsolete.



 


  These days we keep

our weary distances:

sparring in the vacant spaces

of peeling rooms

and rented minutes, climbing

all the expected stairs, our voices

abraded with fatigue,

our bodies wary.



 



  Shrunk by my disbelief

you cannot raise

the green gigantic skies, resume

the legends of your disguises:

this shape is final.



 


  Now, when you come near

attempting towards me across

these sheer cavernous

inches of air



 


  your flesh has no more stories

or surprises;



 


  my face flinches

under the sarcastic

tongues of your estranging

fingers,

the caustic remark of your kiss.




The circle game


i

The children on the lawn

joined hand to hand

go round and round


 

each arm going into

the next arm, around

full circle

until it comes

back into each of the single

bodies again


 

They are singing, but

not to each other:

their feet move

almost in time to the singing


 

We can see

the concentration on

their faces, their eyes

fixed on the empty

moving spaces just in

front of them.


 

We might mistake this

tranced moving for joy

but there is no joy in it


 

We can see (arm in arm)

as we watch them go

round and round

intent, almost

studious (the grass


underfoot ignored, the trees

circling the lawn

ignored, the lake ignored)

that the whole point

for them

of going round and round

is (faster

   slower)

going round and round




ii

Being with you

here, in this room


 

is like groping through a mirror

whose glass has melted

to the consistency

of gelatin


 

You refuse to be

(and I)

an exact reflection, yet

will not walk from the glass,

be separate.


 

Anyway, it is right

that they have put

so many mirrors here

(chipped, hung crooked)

in this room with its high transom

and empty wardrobe; even

the back of the door

has one.


 


There are people in the next room

arguing, opening and closing drawers

(the walls are thin)


 

You look past me, listening

to them, perhaps, or

watching

your own reflection somewhere

behind my head,

over my shoulder


 

You shift, and the bed

sags under us, losing its focus


 

there is someone in the next room


 

there is always


 

(your face

remote, listening)


 

someone in the next room.




iii

However,

in all their games

there seems

to be some reason


 

however

abstract they

at first appear


 


When we read them legends

in the evening

of monstrous battles, and secret

betrayals in the forest

and brutal deaths,


 

they scarcely listened;

one yawned and fidgeted; another

chewed the wooden handle

of a hammer;

the youngest one examined

a slight cut on his toe,


 

and we wondered how

they could remain

completely without fear

or even interest

as the final sword slid through

the dying hero.


 

The next night

walking along the beach


 

we found the trenches

they had been making:

fortified with pointed sticks

driven into the sides

of their sand moats


 

and a lake-enclosed island

with no bridges:


 

a last attempt

(however

eroded by the water

in an hour)

 
 


to make

maybe, a refuge human

and secure from the reach


 

of whatever walks along

(sword hearted)

these night beaches.




iv

Returning to the room:

I notice how

all your word-

plays, calculated ploys

of the body, the witticisms

of touch, are now

attempts to keep me

at a certain distance

and (at length) avoid

admitting I am here


 

I watch you

watching my face

indifferently

yet with the same taut curiosity

with which you might regard

a suddenly discovered part

of your own body:

a wart perhaps,


 

and I remember that

you said

in childhood you were

a tracer of maps

(not making but) moving

a pen or a forefinger


 


over the courses of the rivers,

the different colours

that mark the rise of mountains;

a memorizer

of names (to hold

these places

in their proper places)


 

So now you trace me

like a country’s boundary

or a strange new wrinkle in

your own wellknown skin

and I am fixed, stuck

down on the outspread map

of this room, of your mind’s continent

    (here and yet not here, like

    the wardrobe and the mirrors

    the voices through the wall

    your body ignored on the bed),


 

transfixed

by your eyes’

cold blue thumbtacks




v

The children like the block

of grey stone that was once a fort

but now is a museum:


 

especially

they like the guns

and the armour brought from

other times and countries


 


and when they go home

their drawings will be full

for some days, of swords

archaic sunburst maces

broken spears

and vivid red explosions.


 

While they explore

the cannons

(they aren’t our children)


 

we walk outside along

the earthworks, noting

how they are crumbling

under the unceasing

attacks of feet and flower roots


 

The weapons

that were once outside

sharpening themselves on war

are now indoors

there, in the fortress,

fragile

in glass cases;


 

Why is it

(I’m thinking

of the careful moulding

round the stonework archways)

that in this time, such

elaborate defences keep

things that are no longer

(much)

worth defending?





vi

And you play the safe game

the orphan game


 

the ragged winter game

that says, I am alone


 

(hungry: I know you want me

to play it also)


 

the game of the waif who stands

at every picture window,


 

shivering, pinched nose pressed

against the glass, the snow

collecting on his neck,

watching the happy families


 

(a game of envy)


 

Yet he despises them: they are so

Victorian Christmas-card:

the cheap paper shows

under the pigments of

their cheerful fire-

places and satin-

ribboned suburban laughter

and they have their own forms

of parlour

games: father and mother

playing father and mother

 
 


He’s glad

to be left

out by himself

in the cold


 

(hugging himself)


 

When I tell you this,

you say (with a smile fake

as a tinsel icicle):


 

You do it too.


 

Which in some ways

is a lie, but also I suppose

is right, as usual:


 

although I tend to pose

in other seasons

outside other windows.




vii

Summer again;

in the mirrors of this room

the children wheel, singing

the same song;


 

This casual bed

scruffy as dry turf,

the counterpane

rumpled with small burrows, is

their grassy lawn


 


and these scuffed walls

contain their circling trees,

that low clogged sink

their lake


 

(a wasp comes,

drawn by the piece of sandwich

left on the nearby beach

   (how carefully you do

   such details);

one of the children flinches

but won’t let go)


 

You make them

turn and turn, according to

the closed rules of your games,

but there is no joy in it


 

and as we lie

arm in arm, neither

joined nor separate

   (your observations change me

   to a spineless woman in

   a cage of bones, obsolete fort

   pulled inside out),

our lips moving

almost in time to their singing,


 

listening to the opening

and closing of the drawers

in the next room


 

(of course there is always

danger but where

would you locate it)


 


(the children spin

a round cage of glass

from the warm air

with their thread-thin

insect voices)


 

and as we lie

here, caught

in the monotony of wandering

from room to room, shifting

the place of our defences,


 

I want to break

these bones, your prisoning rhythms

   (winter,

   summer)

all the glass cases,


 

erase all maps,

crack the protecting

eggshell of your turning

singing children:


 

I want the circle

broken.




Migration: C.P.R.


i

Escaping from allegories

in the misty east, where inherited events

barnacle on the mind; where every gloved handshake

might be a finger pointing; you can’t look

in store windows without seeing

reflections/ remnants of privateer

bones or methodist grandfathers with jaws

carved as wood pulpits warning

of the old evil; where not-quite-

forgotten histories

make the boards of lineal frame

farmhouses rotten


 

the fishermen

sit all day on old wharves facing

neither sea-

wards nor inland, mending

and untangling their old nets

of thought


 

and language is the law


 

we ran west


 

wanting

a place of absolute

unformed beginning


 

(the train

an ark

upheld on the brain’s darkness)


 


but the inner lakes reminded

us too much of ancient oceans

first flood: blood-

enemy and substance

(was our train like

an ark or like a seasnake?


 

and the prairies were so nearly

empty as prehistory

that each of the

few solid objects took some great

implication, hidden but

more sudden than a signpost


 

(like an inscribed shard, broken bowl

dug at a desert level

where they thought

no man had been,

or a burned bone)


 

(every dwarf tree portentous

with twisted wisdom, though

we knew no

apples grew there


 

and that shape, gazing

at nothing

by a hooftrampled streamside:

it could

have been a centaur)


 

and even the mountains

at the approach, were

conical, iconic

again:


 


(tents

in the desert? triangular

ships? towers? breasts?

words)

again

these barriers


 



ii

Once in the pass, the steep

faulted gorges were at last

real: we

tossed our eastern

suitcases from the caboose

and all our baggage

overboard

left in our wake

along the tracks

and (we saw) our train became

only a train, in real

danger of falling; strained

speechless through those new mountains

we stepped

unbound

into


 

what a free emerging

on the raw

streets and hills

without meaning

always creeping up behind us

(that cold touch on the shoulder)


 

our faces scraped as blank

as we could wish them


(but needing new

houses, new

dishes, new

husks)




iii

There are more secondhand

stores here than we expected:

though we brought nothing with us

(we thought)

we have begun to unpack.


 

A residual brass bedstead

scratched with the initials

of generic brides and grooms;

chipped squat teapots: old totemic

mothers; a boxful

of used hats.


 

In the forest, even

apart from the trodden

paths, we can tell (from the sawn

firstumps) that many

have passed the same way

some time before

this (hieroglyphics

carved in the bark)


 

Things here grow from the ground

too insistently

green to seem

spontaneous. (My skeletons, I think,

will be still

in the windows when I look,

as well as the books

and the index-

fingered gloves.)


 

There is also a sea

that refuses to stay in the harbour:

becomes opaque

air or throws

brown seaweeds like small drowned hands

up on these shores


 

(the fishermen

are casting their nets here

as well)

and blunted mountains

rolling

   (the first whales maybe?)

in the

inescapable mists.




Journey to the interior


  There are similarities

I notice: that the hills

which the eyes make flat as a wall, welded

together, open as I move

to let me through ; become

endless as prairies ; that the trees

grow spindly, have their roots

often in swamps; that this is a poor country

that a cliff is not known

as rough except by hand, and is

therefore inaccessible. Mostly

that travel is not the easy going


from point to point, a dotted

line on a map, location

plotted on a square surface

but that I move surrounded by a tangle

of branches, a net of air and alternate

light and dark, at all times;

that there are no destinations

apart from this.



 


  There are differences

of course: the lack of reliable charts;

more important, the distraction of small details:

your shoe among the brambles under the chair

where it shouldn’t be; lucent

white mushrooms and a paring knife

on the kitchen table; a sentence

crossing my path, sodden as a fallen log

I’m sure I passed yesterday

                   (have I been

walking in circles again?)



 


  but mostly the danger:

many have been here, but only

some have returned safely.



 


  A compass is useless; also

trying to take directions

from the movements of the sun,

which are erratic;

and words here are as pointless

as calling in a vacant

wilderness.

      Whatever I do I must

keep my head. I know

it is easier for me to lose my way

forever here, than in other landscapes
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